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tresses and their male slaves. There was one said to have occurred in
Pernambuco in the middle of the last century, and in the bosom of
an important family. We are assured by an old plantation-owner that
he himself saw a report of the matter in a private document replete
with convincing details. But neither rural traditions, nor the accounts
of trustworthy foreigners, nor the criticisms, which are frequently
nothing more than libels, of cynical gossips of the stamp of Father
Lopes Gama, would authorize us to accept the statement of M. Bom-
fim, in his America Latina, to the effect that "not infrequently the
young mistress, who has been brought up to rub against the sturdy
slave lads (mulecotes'), yields herself to them when her nerves give
way to her irrepressible desires. Then it is that paternal morality
intervenes; the Negro or mulatto is castrated with a dull knife,
the wound is sprinkled with salt, and he is then buried alive. As for
the lass, with an increased dowry, she is married off to a poor

cousin. . . *"213

It is not that paternal despotism in the days of slavery appears
to me to have been incapable of such wickedness as this and even
worse crimes; nor am I denying that the iai&s, the young ladies of
the Big House, were often endowed with a morbid sensibility and
lubricious desires; but the very environment in which they were
reared rendered such adventures extremely difficult. That "not in-
frequently" of M. Bomfim sounds to me artificial, or at least exag-
gerated. We have but to recall the fact that during the day the white
girl of whatever age was always under the eye of an older person or
a trusted mucama, and this vigilance was redoubled during the night.
A small room or bedroom was reserved for her in the center of the
house, and she was surrounded on all four sides by her elders. It
was more of a prison than the apartment of a free being. A kind of
sick-room, where everyone had to keep watch. Do not misunderstand
me: I am not praising the system; I am merely reminding my readers
that it was incompatible with such adventures as those that M. Bom-
fim relates.

It may be objected that sex is an all-powerful thing, once it is
unleashed; and this is something that I would by no means deny. The
obstacle that I am recognizing is, rather, a physical one: that of the
thick walls, the true convent bars behind which young ladies of the
Big Houses were guarded. It was here that their bridegrooms would
come for them in marriage when they reached the age of thirteen to
fifteen years. There was, accordingly, no time for great passions to
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